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The High Wall is an outdoor video projection
project at the Inscape Arts Building. Honoring
the building’s complicated history as an immigration
station, the High Wall aims to show the work of artists
who are immigrants or working with themes
of immigration, borderlands, and diaspora.

Every year the High Wall invites three artists to create
an intervention on the building’s facade —a public
video projection visible from multiple public spaces.

The High Wall is powered by Sunpike

Inscape is Seattle’s former INS Building redefined
by Culture, Arts, Preservation and Engagement.
Inscape pays respect to the history of the former INS
Building and the people who made that history, the
incredible structure, and the triumphs of those who
became citizens and the tribulations of those who did
not. Inscape is the largest arts and culture enclave
in Seattle, engaging the greater community with
performances, exhibitions, events and open houses,
inviting the public to come and experience the arts in
the place where they are made.

We are grateful to our community partners and collaborators:
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Britta Johnson (BJ): Hi Nadia,
Thanks so much for sharing your
video with us. Can you describe the
transactional context of “50 works in
time” and tell us about any initiating
events or ideas that led you to make
it?

Nadia Ahmed (NA): | made this piece
while | was enrolled in school and was
bouncing through different part-time jobs
and unpaid internships, so production,
labor, and value were all things that | was
thinking a lot about in my personal life,
especially as it relates to often underpaid
and underrepresented groups.

“50 works in time” consists of 50 flash
drives, each with a label that says only

a time and a price. They were originally
displayed in the box and packaging that
they were shipped in, which was mounted
to the wall. On each flash drive is a video
of me seated in front of the camera for
a set amount of time, very literally giving
away my time. It's important to note that
anyone who bought a flash drive while this
piece was being shown had no idea what
was on it.

To determine the price, the total
production cost—flash drives, shipping,
label paper, etc.—was added to the
minimum wage per hour of the recorded
time. This price wouldn’t make a profit, it
would just cover the factory cost. While
this work was extremely labor and time
intensive, being mass-produced within a
few days, it does not produce anything

NADIA AHMED

as far as the traditional interpretation

of ‘production’ goes. | wanted to make
something that was not craft or skill-
based, but about the act and process

of production itself, as well as the labor
(physical, emotional, and mental) that goes
into it.

The transactional aspect is a key part of
the work. The act of buying and selling
becomes a performative feature, turning
the audience into participants. This feels
similar to the transaction between the
artist and the viewer in a performance
piece. Through this transaction, | explore
what it means to buy a piece of art, and
what it means to buy an object. “50 works
in time” asks how we value labor and time,
and questions what changes the value of
something.

Rafael Soldi (RS): The transactional
context of the work is also
interesting because the rules that
govern the price of an artwork are
very different from the parameters
you have set to price your work.. The
fact that we can buy an artwork for
under $10 says a lot about how we
value human labor versus how we
value luxury objects.



Still from “50 works in time” by Nadia Ahmed

BJ: I’m struck by how much |

notice the slow passage of time
while watching it, and how long ten
minutes feels. Another thing | note:
in the video, though you are more or
less motionless, there is no sense
that you are at rest; you are clearly
doing a job. Can you talk about the
performance aspect of the video, and
your experience making it?

NA: This was honestly pretty exhausting
to make. During each of the 50 individual
performances, | was focused on sitting to
make the video and nothing else. | truly
wanted to give my time away, as this was
the ‘product’ | was selling. While creating
“50 works in time,” | was interested in
exploring what production can mean and
how performance art produces something
in a non-traditional sense. It does not
necessarily create an object, but an
experience for a period of time.

BJ: The High Wall aims to honor
the history of the Inscape Arts
building as an immigration
processing and detention center
by showing the work of artists

who are immigrants or working
with themes of immigration and
diaspora. With transit in and out of
the country halted and COVID-19
heavily impacting low-wage workers
of color, especially immigrants, the
labor themes in your video seem
particularly resonant. Do you have
any thoughts about whether the
context of the building affects the
way your piece is viewed?

NA: Definitely. | think the history and
context of the space plays a big role in
highlighting labor and pay inequalities and
injustices immigrants face, both in the
past and today.



This may even change how people view
me. While it may have been easier for
people to ignore my identity (a Pakistani-
American and part of the first generation
of my family born in the U.S.) if they were
watching this elsewhere, the history of the
building now specifically emphasizes this.
Does this change how people would value
my time, my labor, or my artwork? This also
brings up the larger questions of how
society places and shifts the value of a
person’s labor and how this is internalized
in institutional systems and structures.

RS: There is such a long history

of durational performance, and of
course Marina Abramovic’s ‘The
Artist is Present’ comes to mind.

If you were to place your work in

the context/history of durational
performance, are there any artists

or performances that have influenced
your approach to the medium?

NA: As an art history nerd | get so excited
about researching performance art. Some
artists that have influenced and inspired
my performance work include Teching
Hseih, Ana Mendieta, James Luna, Adrian
Howells, Yoko Ono, Adrian Piper, and Ron
Athey.

RS: You are also a sculptor, and
many of your objects have a
visceral or bodily quality to them.
Your performances often take the
shape of installations as well—with
sculptural elements that coexist with
your body, or materials and spaces
that are activated by the presence
of your body. For example, in ‘Self
Preservation,” the semi-opaque
plastic material transforms the
moment one sees your body through

it. I’'m curious if you ever think of
your body as another material or tool
in the creation of these objects and
spaces, or if the body is always a
completely independent entity that
holds a different type of power?

NA: The body as a material is something
that takes a big shape in my work. |
explore the way the body interacts with
materials and how they exist and change
within a space and over a period of time.
But with the body there is such a different
interaction between the artwork and the
audience. During a performance, | see

the audience as part of the piece itself.
The act of viewing becomes integral.

The presence of an audience changes

the comfort level of both myself and the
viewer, and this may vary based on who the
audience is made of.

My performance stems from sculpture,

so | see my sculptural work as carrying
performative elements as well. Sometimes
the work is activated by the audience

or changes over time on it’s own, and
other times the process of making the
piece involves performative actions,

like collecting my tears. | see these two
mediums as one within my work, coexisting
at different levels within each piece.

BJ: Thank you, Nadia for bringing
more context to this exciting work!
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“50 works in time” by Nadia Ahmed on view at The High Wall




Still from “Where is home: birds of passage” by Alice Gosti



Rafael Soldi (RS): Hi Alice, thank you
so much for taking the time to speak
with us. We’re thrilled to be sharing
this video on The High Wall. | had the
privilege of seeing this performance
live in 2019. | know that your process
is very important to you;, how long
did it take you to prepare for it?

Alice Gosti (AG) : | am a long-process
kind of artist in general, but since this
work was so personal it took even more
time. Finding ways to share parts of my
personal history without making it trivial,
corny, childlike or narcissistic felt at
moments like an impossible task. And |
still wonder about the way | engaged.
What kept me going were moments,
conversations with other immigrants,
when | would hear and see how necessary
it is to create conversations around
immigrant identities that are not focused
on othering, exoticizing, and shaming who
we are and the cultures we come from.

| really started working on it in the Fall of
2018 as part of a residency at the McColl
Center for Art + Innovation. Those were
the first moments in which | focused on
research and played with how to translate
and transmutate my research into
movement ideas. But one might say that

| have been working on this piece all my
life; and that | will likely continue to work
on it for the rest of my life.

ALICE GOSTI

RS: Why did you need to make this
piece? Why is now the time to talk
about home?

AG: (Graphic content warning): To be
completely honest, | make art for myself
first—to understand my relationship with
the world. There is something | need to
work on. Something | need to think about.
There is a question stuck somewhere

in between my body, my movement and
my words. | just need to dig in there

and keep asking questions. Never
expecting answers, but always finding
more questions. Then, at some point

that question in my body starts colliding
into what | am seeing in the world. The
world seems to express a similar set of
questions and needs as | do. At that
point is when | start focusing my energies
and intentions. That tends to be the
beginning of a new project. In this case,

| was inspired by TV shows like “Fresh
Off the Boat” and Aziz Ansari’s “Master
of None.” Both TV shows seemed to be
able to represent the American immigrant
identity in a way | had never seen before.
The stories reflected nuanced realities
and complexities, as well as the writer’s
individual perspective, without trafficking
in general stereotypes to tell the story of
one family or person.



But the world was not only showing me
TV shows with immigrants not made into
awful clowns or specks of their cultures,
the world was also giving us Trump with
his ridiculous ideas on immigration. We
see ICE raids and thousands of people
approaching lItaly via boat in search of
a better life, often washing up dead on
the shore. Populist politicians winning
presidencies all across the globe,
enacting inhumane immigration policies.
Immigration is still a complex topic. White
supremacy, capitalism, and racism are all
still very much present and thriving.

| needed to talk about immigration now, |
needed to surround myself with immigrant
voices, Now.

RS: The live performance is obviously
a very different experience from

this video excerpt. But there is an
energy to this video as well that |
enjoy. Performance art and dance

in general have such a long and
intimate history with video and
photography because documentation
is/can be so important. What do you
think about this piece existing in
these two ways? Are there things
you feel you can better communicate
with one versus the other?

AG: | love video art, music videos,
installation and film. | agree with you,
that the camera has a strong bond with
dance and performance. Artists like Bill
Viola, Maya Deren, and Matthew Barney
have always been huge influences for
me. In undergrad | studied experimental
film at the University of Washington in
the Digital Arts and Experimental Media
Department (DXARTS). | started thinking
about my choreography as film and film as

choreography. Filming and learning to edit
film taught me a lot about how | wanted
the viewer’s eye to move inside of my
work. But as you mentioned, documenting
dance and performance is a powerful tool,
but it is not the same as seeing the actual
performance. When a new video is created
with footage from the performance, as if it
were found footage, a new choreography
piece is being made. A piece that can
stand on its own.

| am a fan of film documentation. | am
able to understand and maybe experience
or imagine what an experience of some

of my favorite pieces of performance
could have been if | had seen them live

in person. | have come to understand
much of performance art because it was
filmed, photographed, and documented.
But documentation is completely different
from creating a new art piece with
footage from a performance.

These two versions of this performance
can communicate different things and
connect to different people in separate
ways. The video doesn’t need my body, it
can travel wherever | cannot travel and
continue the work that this project was
set up to do through a different medium.

RS: Can you tell me about the
garment you wear in your
performance, with all the paper
slips attached to it?

AG: My incredible dramaturg and co-
writer and friend, Tim Smith-Stewart wrote
this text about the dress. During the
performance, | would start reading this
text and speaking about the dress after |
asked who in the audience was Italian:



“I anticipated the potential for this
question to be asked and wanted to offer
a clear and specific response. So | read
this pre-written note.

This dress is composed of the names of
1935 Italian Americans who were either
arrested, interned, or had their residence,
property, or occupation restricted due to
being designated by the US government
as “enemy aliens” during WWII. This
project has involved a wide spectrum of
research into my personal history, Italian
history and the history of persons of
Italian descent in the United States. | did
not learn about the history of internment
in the U.S. during WWII until | moved
here. As part of this research, | learned
about the restrictions placed on certain
persons of Italian descent in the United
States, including the internment of 418
Italian Americans, during WWII. | typed
each of their names on pieces of paper
and attached them onto the dress.

| read their names and | think of the
names of my friends, my family name.

Creating this dress was a process to
combat erasure, and to create a physical
connection between my own history

and lineage to the Italian-Americans
considered “enemy aliens” during WWII.
The gesture is not meant to equate the
treatment of Japanese Americans to
Italian Americans during WWII. A much
greater number of Japanese Americans
were interned and their freedoms were
stripped to a far greater degree. | want to
highlight this distinction because | think
it is important to recognize commonalities
while not universalizing experiences, both
historically and currently.

These Italian-Americans were unjustly
deprived of their freedoms, displaced,
and dehumanized. And it is also true
that Italian-Americans by and large

were not subjected to the same levels
of mass internment as Japanese-
Americans. It’s also important to say
that Italian-Americans post WWIl were
largely accepted into the privileges of
Whiteness in America. The process of
constructing and wearing this dress is
also a way of acknowledging the ways in
which these complexities and dichotomies
live in me and speak to my experience
of someone who experiences othering
and stereotyping, but who has also
experienced considerable privilege as a
White European immigrant in comparison
to non-European fellow immigrants.

**I do not condone the Italian Fascists
who participated in WWII, nor the Nazis
who were being justly combated against.

My experience is my own. Again, | think
it’s important to recognize commonalities
while not attempting to universalize the
experiences amongst all cultures and
groups of people.

Lastly, this dress is a poetic action.

| believe in the importance of poetic
action. | also believe in the importance of
direct action. The rights of all immigrants
in this country are under attack. Those
who are most affected are non-European
immigrants. Families from mostly South
and Central America are being torn apart,
children are being detained in cages and
many immigrants from majority Muslim
countries are being denied entry to the
United States. ICE raids and deportations
have become and are becoming more
frequent. In the spirit of direct action,



“Where is home: birds of passage” by Alice Gosti on view at The High Wall

I would like to highlight two local
organizations who could use our support:

Northwest Immigrant Rights Project
Washington Immigrant Support Network

Donate if you can. But there are also
other ways you can get involved,
including deportation defense and rapid
response volunteering. | encourage you
to read about these organizations and
many others and take action when and
where you are able.” — Tim Smith-Stewart

RS: Tell me about the language you
created for this piece. There are
repeated gestures, like the tapping
on your face, or the pounding on
your chest, and other articulations.
How did these come about?

AG: The gestures that you are mentioning
are part of one specific section of the
piece, created by stringing together
culturally specific Italian gestures.
Italian culture, just like many cultures,
gesticulates a lot. Each gesture has a
meaning. While working on this project |
came across Bruno Munari’s book Speak
Italian: The Fine Art of the Gesture. This
book inspired me to string together a
series of Italian gestures and gestures
from my life and treat them as | usually
treat movement and choreography.
Tapping the head is a gesture connected
to thinking. Tapping the heart is a
personal gesture. It is something | have
always done to find comfort when | feel
hurt and sad. Literally, when my heart
hurts | find myself tapping my heart. My
body knows what it needs.



| love repetition, those gestures are
repeated for a long time. Longer than
one usually sees movement performed.
The intention is through repetition to
subconsciously move the focus of the
audience from the movement, to the
sound that the tapping makes, to what
the gesture might feel like in extensive
repetition, and come back to the
bodies in the room and the movement
happening. What | love about repetition
is the capacity that it has to move focus.
Zooming in and out, from movement, to
feelings, to sensation, to returning to
one’s own body.

| work with movement as meaning making,
as storytelling. Movement is poetry. While
[, as the maker and performer, have in
mind a very clear meaning and sometimes
narrative, it is also necessary to create
systems that make space for multiple
meanings. | am not of the school in which
we have to tell the world how to feel,
what to see, and how to understand it,
otherwise | failed or they failed. | am

of the school that clarity can still exist
inside of the artist even while creating
the potential for multiple meanings. Most
of the time if the artist is clear, those
meanings can align.

RS: This piece is a deep dive into
your ltalian-American identity. You
literally ask in the title, “Where is
home?” Almost immediately after
completing this piece, you found
yourself in Italy longer than you
expected due to COVID-19. Have any
of the journeys you went through
in preparing for this performance
surfaced during this unexpected,
extended stay?

AG: The biggest thing | keep coming

back to is the importance of validating

the experiences | had when | was a young
person, in relation to my immigrant identity.
Some of the things that happened to me,
some of the things that still happen to me,
| don’t have to make them OK, if they hurt
me and make me feel isolated and deeply
alone. | don’t have to make you feel OK,
because you are making racist remarks
that hurt me. For most of my life, | did

not validate my feelings around feeling
othered or exoticized. | would get mad and
angry and not know why, and | would feel
like | was in the wrong, because people
were just being funny, or ignorant, but
they were not consciously trying to hurt
me. Being here, in Perugia, Italy, in this
time, for this extended amount of time has
really given me a chance to revisit some of
the memories, some of the provocations,
aggressions, and microaggressions that

| have experienced and experience daily
in both worlds. | say to myself, you have
all the right to feel hurt, angry, frustrated,
those ARE racist comments. This extended
stay has given me the chance to use the
tools | learned from the work, to remember
all the incredible humans who identify

as immigrants who have shared with me
similar stories, and hope that there is

a young human out there who can find
validation for their experience and the
complexity of their identity sooner than |
did. They are not the problem. They are not
made wrong.

That is why a big part of this project

is working directly with immigrant
communities, creating more bridges and
moments of connections, breaking the
systems of oppression that continue to
label and shame immigrants all over the
world.



Good news, | have been selected as a
finalist to create a new chapter of this
solo to present and work on here in Italy.

| have always seen “Where is home - birds
of passage” as a chapter in the “Where is
home” saga. In that chapter | was talking
to people in the United States. The new
chapter, “Where is home - la straniera,”
will be created as a conversation between
[talian people and I. | will continue to

use both languages, but what | imagine
speaking to each one of these worlds is
very different.

RS: This project required a lot of
collaboration, even though it’s an
autobiographical one-woman show.
Is collaborating with so many other
creatives just a necessary evil

for your projects, or do you feel

it contributes and shapes how a
project comes to life?

AG: Collaboration absolutely contributes
and shapes how the project comes to

life. Even most one-person shows are
never really a one-person show. For
example, unless you can activate the
sounds and the lights on your own from
the stage | would debate that you are still
collaborating with other people.

| have also been wondering about the
idea of, are we ever alone in creating?
Is the solitary genius that works in a
vacuum really something concrete? Or is
it another product of Western colonial
capitalism?

| think it would be really interesting to
start shifting that mentality, or debate it
and question it. My parents work together
under one name, SANDFORD&GOSTI. | was
recently having a conversation with my

babbo about artistic couples. What makes
an artistic couple? Partners (Gilbert &
George)? Brothers (The Brothers Quay)?
Alter egos (Alighiero e Boetti)?

As we were talking | started wondering
about all the artists that had invisible

or hidden collaborators (Picasso, Rodin,
Claude Cahun).

Then my brain jumped to the question:
How can we exclude or include the
support of our communities in the way
we speak about authorship? | am and will
always be the author of the things that |
make, but is there a way to acknowledge
community, family, ancestors as much

as we credit the sponsors? Both are
necessary and undoubtedly part of the
support system that fosters the creation
and enables the creation.

| love collaborating. It is one of my
favorite things in the world. Honestly,

| do not like being in a studio alone. |
would have never performed in this show
myself if | did not feel like it was too
autobiographical to have somebody else
perform it. | love being in a room with
other people. Ask them questions. Get
them to ask me questions. Play. Discover.
| am so much more interested in being in
relation with others. People inspire me.

Britta Johnson (BJ): There are a few
moments when the camera reveals
streaming text—in ltalian, also in
English. Can you talk about the text
elements, how they connect with the
piece?

AG: As a bilingual person, | have always
felt like my writing and word-smith was/is
inadequate: both in Italian and in English.
My language, my accent, my choice in
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words and sentence structure has always
felt like an opportunity for people to
comment on it, exoticize me, or tell me
how cute | am, how charming | am; and in
this way remind me that | don’t belong.
When you are constantly being othered,
sometimes you really wish you could just
be invisible. | am White, | know that if |
don’t speak | benefit from the privilege
of being invisible in most countries. That
was never true in Italy (my home country).
As a consequence, | never felt like my
language was ever strong enough to be
part of my art.

A huge part of my creative process is
writing. Writing. Writing. Writing. All the
time. And the more | worked on this
project the more | felt like | needed to
use words. Some of the memories | was
revisiting needed words. Needed to be
told out loud, and understood in the most
direct way. | owed it to those memories,

to those versions of me. | owed it to
myself to let those words be in whatever
language they existed in, letting the
audience wonder in multiple languages
and not default to English. Stop the
process of erasure and defaulting to
colonialist practices that want us to
always speak in English.

| am so thankful to the encouragement of
my dramaturg and co-writer Tim Smith-
Stewart for encouraging me to write, and
encouraging me to share the writing and
the words of the piece with the world. |
appreciate him hearing my experiences
and fears but also validating the artistry
of the text and the memories | was
interested in sharing.

BJ: Thanks so much, Alice, for
sharing your thoughts about this
beautiful piece!
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GAZELLE SAMIZAY & LABKHAND OLFATMANESH

Rafael Soldi (RS): Hi Gazelle and
Labkhand, thank you so much for
taking the time to chat with us!
Maybe a good place to start would
be to learn about how you two first
met and what’s the story behind your
ongoing collaboration.

Gazelle Samizay / Labkhand
Olfatmanesh (GS/L0): We met in 2017
at a group exhibition at the Craft and
Folk Art Museum in Los Angeles. We
became friends and decided to work on a
collaboration. We were interested in the
overlaps in our experiences as women
who came from neighboring countries and
ended up in the US. This exploration led
to the video “Bepar (Hop).” Employing the
common cultural reference of hopscotch
(named “lay lay” in Iran and “joz baazi”

in Afghanistan), the protagonist in

the video relives the personal and
political moments of her past, such

as war, marriage, generational trauma,
and gendered social expectations. The
particularities of our experiences as
women of Afghan and Iranian heritage
fed our collaboration, though Gazelle
Samizay grew up in the US and Labkhand
Olfatmanesh grew up in Iran, allowing

us to create a universal story rooted in
specific cultural intersections.

After completing “Bepar” we continued to
work with photographs, objects and video
in order to push some of the themes
touched on in “Bepar.” This led to the
series “Woven,” of which “Undercurrent”
is a part.

Britta Johnson (BJ): Can you talk
about the photograph in the piece?
Are the hands holding a personal
object, or something more universal?

GS/LO: “Woven” takes printed images
from “Bepar” and reconfigures them

in new ways. Bodies are fragmented

and images are repeated by
photographing and filming prints in
different configurations, reflecting the
transmutation of memories or trauma. In
“Bepar” the scene where the protagonist
picks up a copper bowl and looks inside
it is symbolic of looking toward her
future—it is a moment of self-reflection
and hope. Labkhand purchased this
handmade bowl on a return visit to Iran.
In “Undercurrent” we take this symbol
out of its original context by cutting it
out of the printed still and submerging
it in another bowl of water. Instead of
the main character looking into the bowl,
we as the artists do, understanding fate
from a different angle. Fate plays a large
role in Afghan and Iranian culture. It is
often used to explain the things outside
of our control, and as such, can be seen
as both benevolent and merciless. But

it also puts into question our agency
and our abilities to shape our futures,
especially as women.

Like the water that seems to emanate
from the copper bowl, the idea of fate

is both powerful and mesmerizing. The
transition from the water bubbling to it
being still and then dropping toward the
bowl represents past, present and future.



As if recalling a distant memory, the
sound emerges faintly and intermittently,
but then rushes in as a flood. This is
followed by a moment of calm stillness
and then the motion continues forward.

RS: As two artists from neighbor
nations in the Middle East, there
must be both common ground

and inherent differences in your
experiences. Can you talk about what
you each bring to your collaboration,
how your shared experiences may
coalesce conceptually, and how

your individual perspectives may
complicate or bring nuance to your
collaborative work?

GS/LO: Together we create work that
expresses the intersection of our
upbringings as women from similar (and
different) backgrounds. Our individual
working styles have complemented each
other to bring out new experimentation
and ideas for each of us. For example,
Gazelle tends to work slowly and
methodically, while Labkhand works
more spontaneously. We have grown as
individual artists by learning from one
another’s approaches.

RS: I’m curious about the title of the
piece, why “Undercurrent”?

GS/LO: We thought “Undercurrent” was a
fitting title because it implies that there
is one thing happening on the surface,
and something hidden beneath. We see
the idea of fate as a powerful underlying
influence in the lives of many Afghans
and Iranians, but we question whether
this idea empowers people to forge their
own paths.

RS: How does this piece sit within
your larger body of work, both as
collaborators and individually? Is
this a stand-alone piece or part of a
larger exploration?

GS/LO: “Undercurrent” is part of the
series “Woven,” which builds on our video
“Bepar.” We manipulate photographs into
layered or 3D forms, a new process of
experimentation in both of our practices.
The collagesare experiential —the viewer
discovers different details depending



Still from “Undercurrent” by Gazelle Samizay & Labkhand Olfatmanesh

on the viewing angle. This resists a
facile consumption of our identities,
thus challenging stereotypes of women
from the S.W.A.N.A region. The multitude
of elements in each piece reflects

the confusion and conflict we feel as
citizens of the U.S., a nation that inflicts
violence on our home countries in the
form of war, occupation and economic
sanctions. Through this process we gain
a better understanding of one another

as women from sister countries, while
exercising power in the way we know how,
as immigrants living in the land of our
colonizer.

BJ: Thanks so much to both of you
for sharing your thoughts about your
practice and this piece!



Installation photos: Rafael Soldi
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